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That there were dramatic events in union wage determination dur- 
ing the 1980s is not a controversial assertion. Nor is the premise open 
to much debate that events in the 1980s generally were adverse to the 
interests of unions and their members. It is easy enough to point to 
unscheduled contract reopenings (General Motors and Ford, 1982), 
wage cuts (USX, 1983 and 1987}, contracts annulled under bank- 
ruptcy proceedings (Continental Airlines, 1983), the introduction of 
unusual contract features such as two-tier plans (American Airlines, 
1983), and strikes that led to replacement of union workers (Phelps- 
Dodge, 1983}. Controversy sets in, however, once further interpreta- 
tion of these developments is attempted. 

Often the big-picture question that is posed is whether the devel- 
opments of the 1980s were normal and expected reactions to changes 
in the economic climate. Unfortunately that question is vague, since 
it fails to specify what “normal” characteristics should be expected. 
Different observers have different perspectives on just which charac- 
teristics of union wage behavior are important. Some observers, for 
example, emphasize copycat pattern bargaining as the key feature of 
union behavior. Others, including myself, see long-term contracts 
with relative insensitivity of wages to short-term business cycle 
pressures as being much more important (Ready 1990, Mitchell 
1990; Freedman 1982). 

Another approach is to focus on trying to explain the diversity of 
reactions in the myriad wage negotiations during the 1980s. For 
example, one can ask whether the economic condition of particular 
employers or industries determined their bargaining outcomes (Bell 
1989}. However, such microeconomic perspectives may allow the big 
picture to escape. It would hardly be surprising if it were found, for 
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